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What is the human will? It is the power we have in our intellect to 
make decisions and to transform these decisions into action. It is a remarkable 
gift of human life. It is the gift that makes love possible. 


St. Augustine, the fifth century Bishop ef Africa, was the first 
philosopher to develop a theory of the relation of freedom of the will to 
Christian life: He developed this theory through observing his own persona] 
struggle to become free in relation to God. The two central aspects of 
his theory are: We must learn to will with our whole will, and We must also 
ask for the grace of God to help us do this especially in situations in which 
we have developed negative habits or even addictions. 


We all have different aspects of our personal lives which keep us from 
being able to give our ‘will the total power that it is capable of. Sometimes 
people think that limitations to freedom of the will come from circumstances 
outside of us. However, Augustine believed that it was his own nature that 
most fully blocked his freedom. 


The example which Augustine chose in his Confessions to highlight his 
theory of the will was his own personal struggle to come to a full personal 
chastity. While in his ow case this struggle led eventually to a call into 
the celibacy of priesthood, we can learn from his example @ theory of the 
will which can be applied to other areas of Christian life. 


Augustine confesses that his life was driven by a strong attachment 
to sexual pleasure. He lived for many ygars with a concubine. Then, driven by 
wordly ambition, he sent this woman away,to ecome engaged to an heiress. However, 
since his new fiancée was not old enough to marry for two years, Augustine quickly 
took another mistress. Years, later, when Augustine reflected back on these 
early years he described his will as enchained: " For my will was perverse 
and lust had grown from it, and when I gave into lust habit was born, and 
when I did not resist the habit it bacame a necessity. These were the links 
which together formed what I have called my chain." Augustine's will was 
caught, then, in a chain of addiction which moved from desire, to habit, to 


necessity. 


How, he wondered, was it possible to break out of this difficult 
situation? He wanted to change, but found that he could not do so. He 
described his struggle as a conflict between two different wills within 
his heart: " The new will was not yet strong enough to overcome the old. So 
these two wills within me, one old, one new were in conflict and between them 
they tore my soul apart." 
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He describes his conflict as a half-hearted attempt to change 
his way of life. In his candid Confessions Augustine reveals the intimate 
details of his prayers at this time of his life: " I had prayed 'Give me 
chastity and continence, but not yet! ' For I was afraid that you would 
answer my prayer at once and cure me too soon of the disease of lust, which I 
wanted satisfied, not quelled." Augustine recognized later that this 
prayer was simply a wish which he did not want to turn into a clear act of 
will. He came to the understanding that " No more was required than an act 
of will. But it must be a resolute and whole hearted act of the will, not 
some lame wigh which I kept turning over and over in my mind." 


How many of us have faced a similar situation when we made New 
Years Resolutions, or came to an idea about a particular lenten pennance 
we wished to undertake! We find that in spite of our good intentions that 
we are not able to make a whole-hearted act of the will which brings the 
wish into a reality. In St. Augustine's situation things were even more 
complicated because he was trying to change a pattern of action that had 
formed itself into a strong habit and even an addiction. He had to come 
to an even further realization before he would be able to achieve his goal. 


St. Augustine finally realized that he had to pray to God directly 
for help. He was not able simply by an act of will to change his nature, so 
he needed the direct infusion of grace. He felt an inner voice prompt him: 
" Why do you try to stand on your own strength and fail? Cast yourself upon 
God and have no fear." At this moment, the young man finally reached the 
clarity of understanding he needed. He asked God for help and he was 
able at last to discover finally the power of his will. He was able with 
the grace of God,Jormed +o. a whole-hearted act of will. to move from 
siwply ' I wish that this might happen’ to 'I will make it happen.' 
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This victory in one area of Augustine's life was then repeated in many other 
areas of his life until he bacame the Priest, Bishop, and Saint that he 
was called to be. 


